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ABSTRACT
The aim of this four year longitudinal study was to identify the contributory factors 
that brought about rapid improvement in an especially challenging urban school. A 
two-phase sequential mixed-method strategy was used to identify underlying 
statistically derived factors within a post-positivist paradigm
In phase I, Principle Components Analysis was used to reduce an initial 90-item 
questionnaire, administered to 302 students, to identify a three factor multilevel 
school improvement model that comprised 17 sub-factors. The derived factors 
were: i. leadership at the whole school level; ii. teaching and learning in the 
classroom and iii. the development of students and teachers as part of a unified 
learning community.
During phase II, Principle Axis Factoring, Multiple Regression and MANOVA were 
used to test the hypothesis that 22 school improvement variables, derived from a 
review of the 3 factors and 17 sub-factors from phase I, did in fact comprise a 
single coherent school improvement model with 3 levels.
A detailed analysis of the perceptions of 104 students, gathered via a 22-item 
questionnaire, yielded a coherent model based on 4 factors (levels) that were 
interpreted as: context; leadership; learning & teaching and ethos & relationships. 
In addition, 22 sub-factors were identified within the model. The statistical findings 
were triangulated with the literature, external documentary evidence about the 
school and focus group interviews with a stratified random sample of students, 
parents and teachers.
This thesis proposes a new dynamic multilevel rapid school improvement model 
together with a new paradigm for schools operating in challenging urban contexts.
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1 INTRODUCTION
SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT AGAINST THE ODDS
1.1 The Research Problem
Existing literature and ongoing research indicate a strong negative correlation 
between school achievement and most measures of social disadvantage (Harris 
and Chapman, 2002; Chapman and Harris, 2004; Muijis et al., 2004; Potter et al., 
2002). Some schools facing difficult and challenging circumstances, however, are 
according to Maden and Hillman (1993), able to add significant value to student 
achievement. Research suggests the need for different improvement strategies in 
these specific challenging contexts as compared with those in more advantaged 
circumstances (Muijis et al., 2004). There is an emerging evidence base (Chapman 
and Harris, 2004; Harris and Chapman, 2002; Leithwood and Steinbach, 2003; 
Muijis et al., 2004; Potter et al., 2002; West et al., 2005) to suggest that leadership, 
a focus on learning and teaching and changing the school culture have been 
demonstrated to have a positive impact on improving schools in difficult and 
challenging urban contexts.
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This research study aims to statistically derive the contributory factors, both 
individual and specific combinations, which are critical to rapid school improvement 
in an especially challenging urban context. Importantly, the research aims to 
identify these factors through the detailed analysis of the perceptions of the cohort 
of students who have 'lived' through this experience. Implicit in this study is the 
intention to develop and test a theoretical conceptual school improvement model 
that can be applied to schools in similar contexts.
This thesis captures the lived experience of a headteacher in 'turning around' a 
failing school in 15 months and then to be faced with the threat of its closure while 
continuing the transformation process. Set in this context, the research provides 
the opportunity to analyse the impact of the school improvement and school 
effectiveness paradigms on schools in challenging contexts
1.2 The School Context
This research is framed within a four-year longitudinal case study of a high profile 
Inner London Comprehensive Secondary School with a highly diverse ethnic 
composition, which "... operates in an extremely challenging urban environment 
and (where) many of its pupils come from disadvantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds" (QFSTED, 2005: 1). The period covered by the study is typified by 
an above average number of students for whom English is not their mother tongue, 
with increasing numbers at an early stage of learning the language. The proportion 
of students with learning difficulties and/or disabilities, and the proportion of those 
with a statement of educational need is above average. Moreover, there has been 
a growing number of students that face "considerable social challenges" (OFSTED, 
2008a) and multiple disadvantage.
Rock Bottom
In March 2004, prior to my appointment, the school was judged to be failing and as 
a result to require special measures, in accordance with section 13(7) of the
11
School Inspection Act 1996 (OFSTED, 2004). The overall quality of education was 
deemed to be poor, resulting in student's achievements being well below National 
averages. Consequently, the school failed to meet the newly introduced 
Government 'floor examination target' that required at least 25% of students to 
achieve 5 or more GCSE grades A* to C, reaching only 20%. Furthermore, the 
school had clearly lost the support of the local community and was frequently 
vilified in the press.
Following the special measures judgement a further deterioration in the school 
context was evident, not helped by a fatal stabbing that occurred in close proximity 
to the school in July 2004. Whilst not directly related to the school the incident 
occurred at the end of the school day and further contributed to the feeling of 
chaos and helplessness surrounding the school. This was further exacerbated by 
damaging press coverage. I took up the post as headteacher in September 2004 
following a successful tenure as a headteacher in a similarly challenging context.
Back from the Brink
Initial school improvement efforts were focused on improving student behaviour 
and tackling ineffective teaching and management. However, according to the 
monitoring HMI inspector, matters deteriorated significantly during my first two 
terms at the school - contrary to our observations on the ground.
The turning point occurred towards the end of my second term at the school when 
a further detailed review of the internal context was conducted. The subsequent 
development and implementation of a high quality school improvement plan proved 
to be the key to unlocking the potential for improvement. The 'what', 'how' and 
'why' questions arising from this process form the central aspect of the narrative in 
this thesis.
Fourteen months later, in November 2005, the school was judged by Ofsted to be 
'rapidly improved' with 'rapid improvement in test and examination results' and
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consequently it was judged that the school no longer required special measures. In 
2006 the school significantly exceeded the government floor target, with 34% of 
students achieving at least five A* to C grades.
A Period of Political Defiance and Class Warfare
In September 2006, the newly elected Conservative Council, supported by the 
Local Authority, brought forward a proposal to close the school and launched a 
concerted and undermining campaign in the press. In response the school, in the 
shape of the headteacher, staff, parents, students and governors, decided to fight 
the proposal. Despite overwhelming community support for the school during the 
informal consultation period the Council issued a formal notice to close the school 
in December 2006.
During February 2007, in the midst of yet more objections from stakeholders and 
the local community, and following legal advice, the school attempted to stop the 
closure in the High Court based on the argument that the Council decision was 
founded on incorrect and misleading data. Lord Justice Sullivan judged that the 
school had an opportunity to correct the information at the School Organisation 
Committee, which at that time formed part of the appeal process, and hence the 
due process should take place.
In March 2007, a public meeting of the Schools Organisation Committee (held after 
a protracted period of campaigning and lobbying) refused to support the Council 
and the matter was subsequently referred by the Council to the Independent 
Adjudicator. At almost the last moment in April 2007 the proposal was withdrawn in 
the face of likely defeat at adjudication. In order to save political face the Council 
established a Commission, chaired by Baroness Perry of Southwark, to report on 
the future structural arrangements for education in the local area. One of the 
recommendations in the report was the 'continued development' of the case study 
school. However, this recommendation was coupled with a suggestion that the 
school seek to form a partnership with the French government to deliver bi-lingual
13
education. With undue haste, the Council attempted to drive through a proposal to 
turn the school into a French-English bilingual Academy. On the basis that there 
were hardly any French speakers in the school this was again an incorrect 
decision. Following yet more public consultation by the Council the matter was 
finally dropped in December 2008, albeit after a final flurry of concern and a 
measure of lobbying when the Council excluded the school from their plans for a 
sixth form in every secondary school. The school was subsequently included in the 
proposal.
Rapidly Improved Standards and Effectiveness
Against this backdrop of continuous and sometimes politically motivated threats to 
the school's existence, standards of attainment rose rapidly, with the proportion of 
students achieving 5 GCSE grades A*- C rising from 20% in 2004 to 78% in 2008. 
The improvement in the proportion of students achieving 5 A*- C grades, including 
English and Mathematics, rose from 12% in 2004 to 42% in 2007 resulting in the 
school being highlighted as the second most improved school nationally and the 
most improved in London over this period. More importantly, students were now 
judged to make 'very good progress in relation to their capabilities and earlier 
achievements" (OFSTED, 2008a) as evidenced by the Key Stage 3 to 4 contextual 
value-added measure that placed the school in the top 2% of schools nationally for 
achievement in 2007.
In January 2008, the school was judged to be "... a good and rapidly improving 
school with outstanding features" (OFSTED, 2008a). A further specialist OFSTED 
Survey Inspection into Every Child Matters and promoting equality of opportunity in 
October 2008 resulted in an 'outstanding' judgement. This journey from Special 
Measures in March 2004 to 'outstanding 1 in October 2008 indicated high levels of 
effectiveness in all key areas of the school. The school now had the overwhelming 
support of parents and the local community, student numbers were rising and 
teachers were actively requesting to work at the school.
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1. Hurlingham & Chelsea Research Project: Parent Group
1.1. Capturing the change: Parent perceptions of the school in 2004
1.1.1. What do you think were the biggest problems the school faced in 
2004?
1.1.2. Why do you think this was the case?
1.1.3. In what ways
6. Joyce:
it change and how do you think this was achieved?
1.2. Factors that account for the rapid improvements in the school now
1.2.1. Using the students' list, which are the three most significant in your 
view and why these ones?
1.
7. Joyce:
1.2.2. Other factors not listed you think explain the school's rapid 
improvement, if so what are they and why?
1.3. Improvements in the future
1.3.1. List anything else you think might make the school even better and 
say why.
1. Hurlingham & Chelsea Research Project: Staff Group
1.1. Capturing the Change: Staff Perceptions of the School in 2004 - level 
and nature of "challenge"
1.1.1. What was the school like in 2004 in terms of standards & behaviour?
1.1.2. What was the school like in 2004 in terms of teaching and learning 
and overall expectations?
1.1.3. How would you describe the school's culture and ethos in 2004?
289
1.1.4. How would you characterise the leadership of the school in 2004?
1.1.5. What was the public image of the school like in 2004?
290
1.2. Factors that account for the improvements in the school now
1.2.1. Using the students' list, which are the three most significant in your 
view and why these ones?
1.2.2. Other factors not listed you think explain the school's rapid 
improvement, what might these be & why?
291
1.3. Improvements in the future
1. Hurlingham & Chelsea Research Project: Student Group
1.1. Capturing what has changed since you were in Year 7
1.1.1. How did you and others behave when you were in Year 7?
1.1.2. What was the teaching like when you were in Year 7?
293
1.1.3. What were the best things about school when you were in Year 7?
1.1.4. What were the worst things about school when you were in Year 7?
1.1.5. What did others - parents, friends & others about the school 
when you were in Year 7?
294
1.2. How are things now?
1.2.1. In what ways have your behaviour & attitudes and those of other 
students changed now?
295
1.2.2. Has the teaching changed now and if so, in what ways?
17. !,;'#
18. :)
19. =)
1.2.3. What has been the most useful in helping you to improve your work 
and to support your learning?
11. 9.y.0
1.2.4. How would describe the school now to someone else and say why?
What do you feel other people - your friends, parents, others - think 
about the school now?
297
1.3. About you
1.3.1. In what ways have you changed personally since you were in Year 7?
1.3.2. How has the school helped you?
298
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the 
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What are the contributory factors that cause rapid improvement in an 'Especially Challenging Urban 
School'?
(a brief description must be given here in lay terms. It is not 
acceptable to complete questions by referring to the sections in the UREC forms)
(In the case of student or non-experienced applicants, 
please state the name and experience of the supervisor, and the degree of supervision).
(If this
investigation has been undertaken previously with human participants, please explain why it
6
repeated).
type, frequency and 
amount 
8
(Annex I) 
(if YES, please attach a copy) 
(if YES, please give details)
2. 
SECTION 5: RESEARCH GOVERNANCE
1 The sponsor is responsible for confirming everything is in place to enable the research to begin, e.g. written 
agreements between parties, funding, approvals and procedures for quality assurance, monitoring and reporting.
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